Johann Ludwig Wilhelm Thudichum was a German physician who emigrated to London in 1853, where he practised medicine privately and then took teaching appointments in St. Thomas's Hospital and the Westminster Hospital. Between 1864 and 1883 he was appointed Chemist to the Local Government Board, a public health post, and given research funds by the Privy Council for a study of the effects of typhus on the brain.
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In his own private laboratory in Kensington, and without the aid of a research school, Thudichum isolated and characterized a large number of the brain constituents recognized today. His A Treatise on the Chemical Constitution of' the Brain, published in 1884, was a remarkable achievement in analytical organic chemistry. It represented a turning point in the history of neurochemistry. Much of Thudichum's best work was on phospholipids, and we owe the names of 'kephalin' and 'sphingomyelin' to him. At a time when methods for the purification of lipids were very primitive, he showed that sphingomyelin contained the two bases sphingosine and choline, as well as fatty acid and phosphoric acid. He recognized that the other phospholipids were combinations of glycerophosphate with fatty acids and a base. Healso realized that 'protagon', considered by many of his contemporaries to be the mother substance of all phospholipids, was really a mixture of sphingomyelin and cerebroside.
In addition to his work on the brain, Thudichum published on gall-stones, bile pigments and chemical pathology generally. He was also a pioneer in the use of the electric cautery for removing nasal polyps, and wrote books on wine and cookery! A controversial figure in some ways, he was not given the recognition he deserved in his own day. It is disappointing that he did not move on from chemistry to problems of function and disease, but he felt that the 'so-called facts available in chemical biology' were then too incomplete. This caution is understandable when we consider what was known of brain biochemistry in 1884, yet Thudichum clearly foresaw the powers of enzymology and neuropharmacology in the preface of the English edition of his major work: 'Many forms of insanity are unquestionably the external manifestations of the effects upon the brain-substance of poisons fermented within the body, just as the mental aberrations accompanying chronic alcoholic intoxication are the accumulated effects of a relatively simple poison fermented out of the body. These poisons we shall, I have no doubt, be able to isolate after we know the normal chemistry to its uttermost detail. And then will come in their turn the crowning discoveries to which a11 our efforts must ultimately be directed, namely, the discoveries of the antidotes to the poisons, and to the fermenting causes and processes which produce them.'
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